PARSHAT MATTOT 2018 - SOURCE SHEET

1. BAMIDBAR 30:2-3 — INTRODUCTION TO THE CHAPTER ON OATHS & VOWS
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Moses spoke to the heads of the tribes of the children of Israel, saying: This is the thing the Lord has
commanded. If a man makes a vow to the Lord or makes an oath to prohibit himself, he shall not violate his
word; according to whatever came out of his mouth, he shall do.

2.Rashi — why mention the Nesi’im?
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He gave respect to the princes and taught it to them first, and afterwards to the Children of ] munn >N,
Israel. How do we know that the other instructions were all done the same way? As it says (Ex. 34) “[And
Moses called unto them], and Aaron and all the princes of the congregation returned unto him and Moses
spake unto them; and afterwards all the children of Israel came nigh, [and he gave them all the
commandments which the Lord had spoken to him in Mount Sinai]”. So why mention it here specifically?
Because by specially stating that the laws about vows were taught in the first instance to the princes and
afterwards to the Israelites, it intends to teach that the annulling of vows should in the first instance be done
by someone who is expert in the Law, and only if there be no such expert, they can be annulled by three
ordinary people.

But perhaps this statement does mean that Moses said this only to the princes of the children of Israel (which
means nothing about the expert and laymen can be inferred). It says here, “This is the word”, and it says in the
passage dealing with “animals slaughtered outside the sanctuary” (Leviticus 17:2) “This is the word”. There it
was addressed to Aaron and to his sons and to all the children of Israel, as it is said there, “Speak unto Aaron
[and unto his sons and unto all the children of Israel]”. Here too it was addressed to all of them [and the
reason why it is stated here is to tell us that the annulling of vows etc., as above] (Sifri Bamidbar 153:1;
Nedarim 78a).

3. Ohr Hachayim — understanding the difference between this mitzva and every other mitzva
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What is so different about this commandment that the chiefs of the tribes are singled out? The Sages in Sifri
claim that in connection with the trumpets (Num. 10:3) the congregation was mentioned before the leaders,
and Moses was afraid that this would be misinterpreted to mean that the congregation-at-large took



precedence over the princes, so it says “heads of the tribes” first, so that we know they take precedence.
Elsewhere, in Nedarim 78 & Bava Batra 120, we are told that the reason the heads of the tribes are mentioned
here was to hint that vows may be dissolved by a lone judge if he is an expert.

However, these ideas are all strictly allegorical. We also need to understand why the Torah writes “Hamatot
Livnei”, when it should have said “Roshe Hamattot Bnei Yisrael”? We must assume that the reason for the
extra letter is to avoid a misunderstanding. Had the Torah not written “Livnei” we might have thought that the
legislation was aimed only at the leaders. By writing the extra letter the Torah ensured that we would
understand the legislation as applying to the leaders of the people as well as to the nation at large. And even
though the letter “vav” is missing at the beginning of the word “Livnei” [i.e. VelLivnei] -- in front of is not
significant as the Torah omits that letter frequently, such as “Reuven Shimon” (Ex. 1) and it’s as if it said
“VeShimon”.
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But | found a Baraita in Bava Batra 120 which goes as follows: "I might have thought that Moses said this
paragraph only to the princes; so, to prevent me from thinking this, the Torah wrote 1270 N1 - this is the thing,
etc.' We have the same expression in Lev. 17:2. Therefore, seeing as 12Tn nt which appears there applies to
everyone, here too it is said to everyone. In which case, why did the Torah have to add the words 78w 1115 or
28w 11191 to our verse? Clearly the Baraita did not understand the words 781w 111% to mean that the
legislation applied to the entire people, otherwise why would it have bothered to prove this indirectly by using
the textual analogy of 12Tn Nt in both instances? Moreover, the Talmud in Keritut 5 told us never to treat a
niY N lightly.
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We also need to understand the meaning of the word NInX%7. To whom were the Israelites to convey this
legislation? If the Torah meant that the heads of the tribes were supposed to convey this legislation to the
Israelites the Torah should have written 78 w' 1127 "MX?! Furthermore, what precisely did the Torah want to
exclude by using the word N7 in 127Th N7?
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| believe that we can understand our verse by first recalling Chazal’s statement in Chagigah 10. The Talmud
says there: "the whole legislation of cancelling vows is like something which flies in the air (i.e. it has no firm
basis)." If so, we must investigate why the Torah treated this legislation so differently from any other
legislation. While all other legislation has been spelled out clearly in the written Torah this legislation is "left
hanging in the air?"
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| believe the reason is simple. God did not want it to be too explicit and say that vows and oaths undertaken
by an Israelite could be cancelled. This would lead to oaths and vows being treated lightly. God therefore used
a clever idea and omitted the matter of annulling vows, only going into the detail of this dispensation with the
greatest people of the nation, who understand and appreciate the complexities of the laws of annulment. But
as far as the average Jew was concerned, the doors to annulment should remain closed in order to encourage
them to fulfil all of their oral undertakings. As it says: INQT '7n* X7 he must not break his word, and "he must
fulfil practically all that he has undertaken orally." The flow of the verse is as follows: "Moses spoke to the
heads of the tribes and outlined the entire legislation to them. But to the rest of the children of Israel he only
conveyed: 12T NT. In other words, to the people in general don’t tell them anything about the instruction
given to the leaders of the tribes. Just this one thing [that they must honour vows and oaths and never to fail
to observe them] and not something that is “flying in the wind”; while the tribal heads were given information
"by heart”. This explanation solves all the questions we raised earlier.
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Another approach to the verse could be this: The heads of the tribes were given the mitzva, and the
Israeliteswere told to honour their oral undertakings, and to turn to the tribal heads in the event they had
some problem in fulfilling their vows. The latter would then inform them if their specific vows could be
annulled or not.
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Having read all this you may wonder why our sages had to bother with a niw n11a seeing that the Torah
explicitly used the words: "to the children of Israel?" The answer is that the niw n11a really was not needed
except to tell us that Moses personally said these things to Israel. As to the announcement of the legislation
itself, no niw N1a was needed. This is what the sages meant with the statement "You might have thought
that Moses personally related this legislation only to the heads of the tribes..." Then the intention would have
been that it was not said properly at all.
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Another possible reason why the niw n11a was needed may be that without it | would have understood the
words 7KW 1117 as a continuation of the words nivnn 'wRY 7X as if the Torah had written: "Moses spoke to
the heads of the tribes of the children of Israel." The niw N11a of 12Th NT ensures that we understand the
words 78w 117 correctly. Do not ask that we ourselves have explained the word Nt as restrictive, telling us
that only part of the legislation was revealed directly to the Israelites. The understanding of the niw N is
not based on the common word N7 but on the common word 12Th which is not restrictive. Our earlier
explanation is based on the word Nt alone.
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A moral/ethical approach to this whole matter would read the words 72Tn N7 WK% together. This would
reflect a teaching in Bamidbar Rabbah 22:1 where we are told to be very careful with keeping vows and
oaths.... The example quoted in the Midrash has someone swear to his friend that he would consume a certain
amount of food and drink in a certain place. Both parties went to that place and the one who had sworn the
oath consumed the requisite amount of food and drink. A short while later all his donkeys died. The moral
lesson to be derived from this is that if God is so particular about a true but unnecessary oath which a person
swears, how much more particular will He be if someone perjures himself. In our passage the Torah goes on
record that there are certain vows and oaths that God commands people to swear, i.e. 12Tn NT INK7 “to
utter this word."

AMN? 78 117 - according to Sanhedrin 56 the word NInK7 is a reference to NIy '17a sexual immorality....
In verse three the Torah uses the word 'K to hint that "a man" who is able to control his carnal urges should
employ the legislation of making vows to help him resist the evil urge to sexually engage with those forbidden
to him. In other words, the vow entered into by a Nazirite who wants to reinforce his resolution to resist
sexual temptation, is acceptable to God.

4. Alshich
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